Editorial
To Play or Not to Play When I look at the composition of my library, I look for balance among the piles of slides, my past publications, orthopaedic books, novels, gardening books, and poetry that line the shelves. A balanced library, to me, is an indication of a life in harmony. The things I love to read in my leisure time are an indication of the quality and diversity of my life. My library is the key, suggesting whether I can come to grips with the modified Shakespearean quotation: "To play or not to play." I've been inculcated with the idea that diversion from a primary work activity is a poor use of my time.
In my workday life, the body and spirit component is that which most often gets short shrift. Coming home after a full day of patients, bringing the 25 charts to be dictated and the correspondence to be answered hardly puts me in a mood to play. It usually puts me in a mood to collapse, lie belly up, and suck air with a bottle of my favorite brew. It may be hard to come to grips with the fact that the incessant physical and mental demands of work can be softened if I take time to play.
George Sheehan 1 points out that children at recess truly care little about work, money, or power. If you've ever observed children at play at recess, you have seen that they are involved in doing things that our adult counselors tell us we should do to make our lives better, more balanced, and more creative. Some of the groups are running pell mell around the playground, burning up energy in a seemingly unorganized fashion. Others are playing semiorganized games, either throwing or kicking a ball. A third group of children appears to be totally wasting time but, indeed, they are involved in an intellectual conversation about what is most important to them. Certainly, the recess discussion is not about the lessons they have just finished.
I've found that as I've moved into adult life and particularly a "functioning and mature career," learning to play again must be done on a daily basis. The idea of a week out of the office or an extended week-423 end is important to refresh my mind and break certain routines, but it is the daily recess that I need, to allow me to continue.
If you're not sure what would constitute play for you, try an exercise where you sit down and write a list of four to five things that you have never done but would like to explore. I did this recently and found it served a dual purpose. If you are like me, your family finds it virtually impossible to think of appropriate gifts at various designated holidays. When I wrote this list and handed it to my family members, they were somewhat astounded at what I thought was play. My list included books or lessons on horseback riding, kayaking, wood carving, cooking fish, and Zen philosophy. Imagine how happy it would make those baffled people in your life if you told them to buy a gift for you of book or video or audio tape on one of these topics. Whether or not I ever climb into a kayak or carve a statue has nothing to do with the fact that I have read the book or seen the video.
Learning to play again on a daily basis becomes a refreshing and enticing device for expanding your life. It creates balance, allowing you to focus when necessary, but also provides a tempo that allows you to recognize those things you want to do. The wonderful 424 EDITORIAL Foot & Ankle International/Vol. 19, No. 7/July 1998 thing about playing is that it can be defined any way you choose. It should be a reflection of the many loves and passions in your life. You don't have to finish all the books on your shelf, but you should use them to stimulate and change your pace. I have not read from cover to cover any of the books on gardening, watercolor, or poetry, but I use them as a great recess from work. As July comes to a close, the question is not "to play or not to play," but have you played enough? Lowell D. Lutter, M.D.
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